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Thanks to the faculty and students 
at Rice for everything. Thanks to 
Brett Terpluk for enormous help, 
support, and work on the model. 
Most of all thanks to Gina Sheh 
for endless patience and support. 
SOURCES 
All of the ideas are in the air so 
there is really nothing original 
here. Linda Pollak's article 
"constructing ground" which 
appeared in the web journal 
"Architronic" was a significant 
source. And most importantly, 
discussions with my director, 
Albert Pope should be credited 
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Houston is diverse. Culturally, politically, and 
ideologicall fragmented. As arbttrary as they 
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This nice shady area was intended to be used for 
barbecues and picnics. But the barbecues haven't 
d i·t ;· h .--

Many enjoy at the 

Houston is a swa_mp 




constructing common ground 
The Houston Recreational Athletic Facility 
Perhaps it is overly optimistic to propose a common ground. Like all American cities, 
Houston is diverse; culturally, ideologically, and politically fragmented ... 
To accommodate the expansive nature of the idealized landscapes the site is divided 
lengthwise into a series of bands. Elevated enclosures which support the program (a 
recreational athletic facility and park) float above and cut across the bands without 
disrupting them. The conglomeration of elevated enclosures and canopies forms a colossal 
and "holey roof', sheltering the ground plane from Houston's harsh sun and rain. This ; 
massive area of shade results in a convection which flows across the pool, cooling those · 
on the sloping lawn beyond. 

FRAGMENTATION, EXAGGERATION, RECONFIGURATION 
This collage operates on the fragmented site by exaggerating conditions 
which are existing or latent states of the site. The latent states are idealized 
landscapes which occur in and around Houston. The city exists at the 
confluence of a number of diverse ecosystems: the piny woods to the north, 
the prairie to the west and the Gulf coast, bays, marsh lands and swamps 
to the east and south. Thus the condition depicted in the collage is already 
happening, however at a much different scale. It occurs at a scale that 
supports traditional dialectical readings. The densification of Houstons 
diversity is an attempt to manifest both the degree of difference and the 
interdependence of difference at a scale which is apprehensible by the body. 

The project employs the technique of the matrix collage which is able to absorb 
diverse and contradictory elements into a coherent whole without compromising 
the identity of its constituents. It is important to distinguish between the matrix 
collage and collages of superimposition which tend towards a figure I ground 
reading which is inherently hierarchical. The mode of superimposition is 
analogous to the traditional dialectical view of the relationship between nature 
and the city. Here nature exists as an original ground for the figure of the city, 
which in turn becomes ground for the figure of domesticated nature or the park. 
Readings such as this promote the hegemony of one term, which in the case of 
urban I natural is illusory. 
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In spite of the desolation there exists an exuberance: The presence of 
''nature" which is both patient and relentless. There is, however, 
something different about ''the natural" as depicted in these images. 
Somehow tainted, polluted and abused its scabbed and scrappy 
presence presents a radical alternative to the traditional conception 
of nature as pristine, or virgin. Nature is no longer a preexisting 
original state which exists as the ground for the "unnatural'' 
interventions of man. [Pollak] The site occupies a conceptual gap 
between urban and natural making it fertile ground for the 
development of possibilities not determined by existing categories. 

THE POST-U·· R<BAN LAN 'DS .CAPE 
The Mid-town site appears both uninhabited and 
uninhabitable. Signs, posts, .and sidewalks which bear some 
relationship tQ the body ~nly seem to emphasize the 
absurdity of someone -actuaHy inhabiting this landscape, 
of somebody travelling a path through and to nowhere~ A 
city without people can not be considered urban. 

